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Canada: In Need of a Settler Truth Slap
Robert HUGHES
Abstract
To best understand the current plight of Indigenous people, Canadian settlers must investigate all of 
the colonial machinery they maintain to hold privilege: the historical developments; the contemporary 
impact of racism, discrimination, and unequal treatment; denied economic opportunities; and lastly, the 
resultant poverty among Indigenous people. 
I. Introduction
Canadians of good conscience, as Shrubb (2010, p.79) suggests, need to ask themselves a serious 
question. “Why are Indigenous people the most disenfranchised group in Canada today?”
According to Manuel (2017), The United Nations international standard of living index places Canada 
in the top position for the world; however, for Indigenous peoples in Canada, the ranking is seventy-
eight, a low position shared with developing countries. These are very different realities. The low 
ranking for Indigenous people is for the most part ignored by settler-Canadians and invisible to all but 
the most intrepid tourists.
Given all the media play time towards reconciliation in Canada, one would anticipate a great leap 
forward is taking place with improved relations between settlers and Indigenous people. However, this 
certainly does not seem to be happening judging from the weekly news reports of racist incidents. Until 
all settler Canadians have done some homework to investigate colonialism, dispossession of land, 
racism, and white privilege, reconciliation is unlikely to ever take place. Reconciliation requires settlers 
do more than just feel a little guilty. It requires a fundamental change of ideology and the dismantling of 
colonialism in Canada. It is time for a settler truth slap.
The truth slap is that Canada and its history are a progression of myths, a contrived story created 
through the careful omission of acts of oppression, exploitation, and genocide against Indigenous people. 
These serious historical omissions have denied Indigenous voices a presence in Canadian history, 
contemporary politics, and economic development. History, as is taught in Canadian schools today, does 
not detail nor does it expose the continuing impact of colonialization on Indigenous people and by virtue 
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of this, it is neither accurate nor complete but it allows the continuation of the myths. 
II. Colonization 
Francis (2011) details how the effects of colonization have been devastating for the Indigenous 
population. Marginalization has denied Indigenous voices any recourse in setting the historical record 
straight. The greatest tragedy is that colonialism in Canada continues today through government policies, 
institutional practices, and settler racism. Colonialism has not been relegated to the historical dustbin 
although settler Canadians would like to pretend otherwise.
At a press conference in Pittsburgh in 2009, Stephen Harper, the Canadian Prime Minister of the day, 
made the following comment:
　 “We’re so self-effacing as Canadians that we sometimes forget the assets we do have that other 
people see. We are one of the most stable regimes in history. We also have no history of colonialism. 
So we have all of the things that many people admire about the great powers but none of the things 
that threaten to bother them.” (Day, 2015)
Harper is not alone with his totally white-washed version of Canadian history. This “we have done no 
evil” version is shared among many settler Canadians today. These are people who see Canada as the 
promised-land and a place of abundant resources ripe for the plucking. The entitlement to settler 
Canadian wealth is seen as a reward for hard work. Settler Canadians do not connect the dots back into 
the past and do not identify as a privileged lot nor do we see ourselves as the descendants of successful 
European colonizers in North America. We portray ourselves as descendants of pioneers who through 
hard work have been able to create a great nation. Over coffee in any community cafe, farmers will 
relate early tales of hardship when their grandparents broke their homestead grassland or cleared trees 
from the land and turned it into the productive farm plots of today. These accounts are undeniably true. 
However, how did these early settlers get their land?
Missing from the start-up narrative is how settler-colonizers benefited from the confined relocation of 
Indigenous communities, the appropriation of indigenous land, the suppression of culture, and the denial 
of treaty rights. This was the same colonial playbook that was being used in Africa, Asia, and Latin 
America at approximately the same time, although its origins can be traced back to the 15th century. 
The papal bull Dum Diversas was issued on June 18, 1452 by Pope Nicholas V. It was this document 
that opened the door to full-scale Christian participation in the trading of slaves and the taking of land. 
Arthur Manuel (2017) emphasizes that all efforts at reconciliation will have to start with historical 
understanding going back to this point in time. By papal decree, disbelievers and pagans were to be 
searched out, captured, and subjugated to perpetual servitude. This license was later expanded to include 
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permission to invade and take land and goods. From this directive, unimaginable cruelty was carried out 
by Spanish conquistadors in the new world. This colonial onslaught carried on for centuries and brutal 
colonial actions took place throughout the Americas. The major European powers of the time all 
engaged in colonial conquest. The French and the British prized Indigenous land in what became 
Canada. 
Thomas Hobbes, the seventeenth century English philosopher popularized the concept of terra 
nullius, which contends that the lands of savage peoples were ungoverned territories and belonged to no 
one; therefore, Europeans desiring any such land could rightly claim them (Starblanket, 2018).
Indigenous genocide has been a companion to the colonization of Canada from the beginning. In 
1749-50, Edward Cornwallis, Governor of Nova Scotia, implemented bounty payments for Mi’kmaq 
scalps (Churchill, 2017). In the territory now recognized as the province of Newfoundland, the 
Indigenous Beothuk were hunted to extinction.
Eventually, European settlers needed Indigenous nations to supply the fur sought by European 
bourgeois. During this period, settler-Indigenous alliances were established; however, with the waning 
of the fur trade the settler-Indigenous partnership had run its course and lumbermen advanced into 
Indigenous territory for their sources of wood. Later, when the buffalo had been hunted to extinction on 
the plains, treaties were signed, and waves of settlers flooded the prairie landscape to establish farms. 
Fortunately for farmers today, use of the land for agriculture was part of the treaty agreement. Although 
use of the land was part of the agreement, ownership remains a contested matter.
III. Canada
British parliament in 1867 created Canada through the British North America Act and transferred 
exclusive control of Indians and their lands over to the successor state. With a piece of parchment from 
England and the parliamentary Indian Act, Canada exercised complete control over all land and lives of 
Indigenous people (Manuel, 2017).
To understand how colonial control was exercised, consider as an example what happened in what is 
present day British Columbia. In 1876, the new crown colony passed a bill that denied the right to vote 
to Indigenous people. At that time, non-Indigenous settlers represented only 20% of the population in the 
territory. The settlers would have been easily outnumbered by Indigenous voters in any fair elections. 
Therefore, race-based democracy was established to maintain white settler control (Manuel, 2017). This 
became the norm and the right to vote was not extended to Indigenous people in Canada until 1960. 
When such policies of separation, segregation, and discrimination are brought into play, it is called 
apartheid. A similar system was put into effect in South Africa, lasting from 1948 until the early 1990s.
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Within ten years of confederation, the young nation of Canada passed the Indian Act to dominate all 
aspects of Indigenous people’s lives and it is still in effect today. Colonialism is not an historical 
antecedent. It is not a footnote in the making of Canada. It is the foundation of the country. The colonial 
reserve system to disenfranchise Indigenous people of their lands was put into effect through treaties. 
The Indigenous inhabitants were dispossessed of their land in exchange for survival level concessions. 
Through a series of numbered treaties, representatives of the Crown gained access to Indigenous land in 
exchange for promised concessions to assist Indigenous people to reach self-sufficiency through 
agriculture. For the most part, the treaty promised items were sub-standard or were never delivered.
With the creation of reserves, the relocation of Indigenous bands began, and by restricting Indigenous 
people’s access to traditional lands, the nation of Canada began to take shape. This is dispossession. 
Manuel (2017, p.70) succinctly articulates the outcome: 
　 “Indigenous peoples, from enjoying 100 per cent of the landmass, were reduced by the settlers to a 
tiny patchwork of reserves that consisted of only 0.2 per cent of the landmass of Canada ---the 
territory of our existing reserves ---with the settlers claiming 99.8 per cent for themselves.”
By restricting Indigenous people from accessing their traditional land through regulations and fences, 
all means of self-sufficiency were lost and Indigenous people became wards dependent on the 
government. At the signing of treaties, when there was increasing settler encroachment onto Indigenous 
land, the Indigenous signatories never envisioned that the territory under treaty and off the reserves 
would be closed to them. However, by a quick sleight of treaty hand in colonial poker, hunting, fishing, 
and berry picking spots became inaccessible.
Through coordinated activities to dispossess Indigenous inhabitants of their land and through the 
imposition of the Indian Act, the domination of one race took place over another and continues to this 
day. This is colonization propped up by institutionalized racism.
In 1883, the Canadian colonial government under John A. Macdonald’s direction intended to change 
the so-called “savagery” of Indigenous people so that they would “acquire the habits, modes and 
thoughts of white men.” (McLaren, 2015)
The early working mechanism of Canadian institutional racist machinery became the residential 
school system. By separating children from their families, a brutal curriculum of Christian settler 
indoctrination began. In 1920, the architect of the system, the head of the Department of Indian Affairs, 
Duncan Campbell Scott went on record with his residential school objective to resolve his Indian 
problem:
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　 “Our objective is to continue until there is not a single Indian in Canada that has not been absorbed 
into the body politic and there is no Indian question, and no Indian Department.” (Starblanket, 
2018, p.174)
This cultural indoctrination might have succeeded if settler Canadians could have overcome their 
prejudices and embraced the white-washed products of these residential schools. However, settler 
Canadians remained ambivalent and neither serious employment nor academic opportunities were 
extended to the children who survived this genocidal enterprise. This is a shameful period in Canadian 
history and one that needs full exposure in high school textbooks. Assimilation efforts were not 
successful, but generations of traumatized Indigenous victims emerged from the process. As Starblanket 
(2018, p.175) writes in a seminal work Suffer the Little Children: Genocide, Indigenous Nations, and the 
Canadian State,
　 “When a child suffers the imposition of a colonial language by acts of violence and terror and is 
brainwashed by the methods of torture, starvation, forced labour, sexual predatory acts and other 
methods that compel his/her domination and dehumanization, that child will be traumatized for 
life.”
IV. Blaming the Victim
Satzewich (2011) has observed that there is a long history in Canada of blaming Aboriginal people for 
their poverty. The justification is often stated that impoverished immigrants have been steadily pouring 
into Canada and they eventually enjoy success and become materially wealthy while Indigenous people 
have not. 
Comparative indexes place Canada in the top category of places to live in the world by examining 
variables such as freedom, health care, and education. Within a vibrant economic milieu in Canada, why 
has the access to wealth not extended to the majority of Indigenous people?
Satzewich (2011) states the typical racist response to this is that aboriginal peoples cannot succeed 
because of a susceptibility to alcohol, a preference for welfare, and a culture that encourages laziness. 
These three stereotypes effectively provide the ammo fired off by racist settler Canadians to the blame 
the victim. Thatcher (2004) argues that no evidence of a convincing nature exists to support the 
accusation that Indigenous people are genetically susceptible to alcohol problems. He reports that 
problem drinking is more likely the result of “complex structural and historical factors stemming from 
the largely negative interactions with the dominant society.” The rationale behind the “preference for 
welfare” stereotype and the “lazy Indian” stereotype is that there is a cultural divide that predisposes 
aboriginal culture to failure in a modern capitalist society. These last two stereotypes were partial 
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justifications for the assimilation plans of government officials and missionary zeal in the operation of 
residential schools. 
Failure to adapt to modern conditions is one of the tenets of traditional racist thought. There are strong 
threads of prejudice running through these three stereotypes which stem from the racist belief that 
compared to European settlers, Indigenous people are innately inferior.
It is widely recognized in Canada that residential schools were racist-inspired institutions and their 
genocidal legacy is responsible for individual trauma and many of the social problems that exist in 
Indigenous communities today. 
V. Conclusions 
Through the exploitive acts of cutting trees, mining, farming, and drilling for oil, tremendous wealth 
is generated from the land in Canada. Original treaties were signed allowing settlers access to the land 
for agriculture to the depth of a plow; however, the issues of logging and mineral/oil extraction were not 
included in treaty agreements.
A very important point for consideration in relation to property rights is that provincial permits and 
licenses for forestry, oil wells, and mining cannot extinguish aboriginal title because the provincial 
governments have never had ownership of Indigenous land. With this perspective, the issue of the legal 
control of land and its use under treaty is in question and often before the courts.
Certainly, restored title to land and/or resource sharing will go a long way in addressing the existing 
poverty of Indigenous people in Canada. Federal and provincial governments have failed to recognize 
Indigenous title and treaty rights in any form of shared jurisdiction. To date, Canada has failed to honor 
treaty obligations and is continuing efforts to assimilate Indigenous people and extinguish their land 
title.
 
Perpetual poverty among Indigenous people has resulted from continued colonial oppression. The 
resource allocation system and denial of royalties, put in place by federal and provincial governments, 
maintains the oppression and poverty of Indigenous people in Canada today. Sneaky attempts on the part 
of the colonial government to extinguish ownership claims have been met with considerable resistance. 
Additionally, Indigenous people are wary of government attempts to draw them under the umbrella of 
multiculturalism like settler minority groups. 
The United Nations Declaration affirms that Indigenous people have the right to self-determination 
which includes:
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　 The right to autonomy and self-government, right to maintain and strengthen political, legal, 
economic, social and cultural institutions, collective right to live in freedom without being subject 
to acts of genocide, and rights to redress and compensation for the lands, territories and resources 
confiscated, taken, occupied, used or damaged without free, prior and informed consent. (Vancouver 
Sun, 2009)
It is indisputable that Canada with its colonial orientation is in grave violation of the articles contained 
in this U.N. Declaration. Specifically, “the rights to redress and compensation for the lands, territories 
and resources confiscated, taken, occupied used or damaged without free, prior and informed consent” 
must be the source of great government and settler anguish. Consider also in Indigenous communities, 
the social problems that have arisen as a direct result of colonization and its systemic destruction of 
Indigenous lives, families, and communities. Although there may well be white settlers in Canada who 
fight racism in its colonial manifestations, they still reap benefits from the systems that provide race-
based advantages.
Settlers need to recognize that Canada is not living up to international standards as prescribed by the 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People. In fact, to meet the conditions for self-
determination as spelled out in the U.N. Declaration, it is not the government’s prerogative to offer any 
such solution. Self-determining Indigenous groups must propose their own solutions to a receptive 
government. Indigenous activist, Arthur Manuel eloquently offered one such proposal before his 
untimely death in 2017:
 
　 “Canada needs to fully recognize our Aboriginal and treaty rights and our absolute right to self 
determination. At the same time, we will recognize the fundamental human right of Canadians, after 
hundreds of years of settlement to live here. Then we can sit down and negotiate a way that 
Canadians and Indigenous people can live on this vast shared land in a way that allows for 
prosperity for both societies and protects our environment for all the generations to come.” (p.146)
Settler Canadians must be getting nervous with land claims. The greatest fear is that they will be 
kicked off the land. Manuel’s proposal suggests a way forward through the proper implementation of 
agreements that will require acknowledgement of indigenous land ownership and compensation for 
losses. It is time to settle the account.
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